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Introduction 

Driving is one of the riskiest activities the average American engages in. Deaths and serious 
injuries resulting from motor vehicle crashes are one of the leading causes of preventable deaths. 
In 2012, 33,561 people were killed in police-reported motor vehicle crashes, and an estimated 
2.36 million people were injured. 1 Most of the people who die in traffic crashes are relatively 
young and otherwise healthy. As a result, traffic crashes rank third overall, after cancer and 
diseases of the heart, in years of life lost (that is, the difference between the age at death and life 
expectancy). 2 

In addition to the emotional toll exacted by these deaths and injuries, traffic crashes impose a 
significant economic toll. The Department of Transportation (DOT) estimated that the annual cost 
of motor vehicle crashes in 2000 was $23 1 billion. 3 About one -third of the total cost came from 
the lost productivity of those killed and injured; about one-quarter from property damage; 15% 
from present and future medical costs; 1 1% from time lost due to congestion caused by crashes; 
and the remainder from the costs of insurance administration, legal services, workplace costs, 4 
and emergency services. While the number of traffic deaths has declined significantly since 2000, 
the estimated cost of crashes (adjusted for inflation) has remained within a comparable range, 
indicating an increase in the cost of each crash; estimates of the cost of traffic crashes in 2009 
range from around $245 billion to $300 billion. 5 



Measuring Traffic Safety 

The most commonly cited measure of traffic safety is the number of annual fatalities. That 
number held steady from 1985 to 2007 at around 42,000, leading to claims that traffic safety was 
not improving. But the raw number of traffic fatalities does not take into account changes in the 
number of drivers, the number of vehicles, or the number of miles being driven. While the 
number of deaths appeared to show no improvement in traffic safety between 1985 and 2007, the 
number of fatalities per 1 00 million vehicle miles traveled fell by more than half. 

The improvement has continued since 2007, with the number of traffic deaths dropping from 
41,259 in 2007 to 33,561 in 2012 (see Figure 1). Part of this decline was likely due to weak 
economic conditions; traffic deaths and injuries typically decline during economic downturns and 



1 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Traffic Safety Facts Research Note: 2012 Motor Vehicle Crashes: 
Overview, DOT HS 8 1 1 856, November 20 1 3, p. 1 . 

2 

“ National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Motor Vehicle Traffic Crashes as a Leading Cause of Death in the 
United States, 2003, DOT HS 810568, March 2006. 

3 

" National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, The Economic Impact of Motor Vehicle Crashes 2000, DOT HS 
809446, May 2002. 

4 Costs of workplace disruption due to the loss or absence of an employee. 

5 The National Safety Council estimated a cost of $245 billion in 2009 ( Injury Facts 2011, p. 94); in a report for the 
American Automobile Association, Cambridge Systematics estimated a cost of $300 billion for 2009 ( Crashes vs. 
Congestion: What 's the Cost to Society?, November 20 1 1 , p. ES-2). The differences stem in part from differing 
estimates of the cost of deaths. The National Safety Council estimated that the cost of traffic crashes in 2012 was $277 
billion; NSC Motor Vehicle Fatality Estimates, http://www.nsc.org/Documents/ 
NSC%20MV%20Fatality%20Estimates.pdf. 
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rise as the economy recovers. 6 However, while traffic deaths did rise 4.4% in 2012, the first year- 
over-year increase since 2005, preliminary analysis by the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA) indicates that traffic deaths in the first half of 2013 declined from the 
same period in 20 12. 7 

Figure I. Traffic Fatalities and Fatality Rate, 1966-2010 
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Source: Prepared by CRS using data from National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Traffic Safety Facts 
20 1 0, DOT HS 8 1 I 659, Table 2. 

The dramatic improvement in traffic safety numbers since 2007, then, has probably been due to a 
number of other factors along with federal and state safety initiatives. One of those factors is 
demographic change, which contributed to an 11% drop in the number of licensed drivers under 
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6 The explanation for this phenomenon is not clear. The number of vehicle miles traveled (VMT) tends to stagnate or 
decline during recessions, but the percentage decline in deaths and injuries is typically much greater than the 
percentage decline in VMT. For example, in 2009 VMT declined by less than 1%, but traffic fatalities declined by 9%. 

7 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Traffic Safety Facts Crashstats: Early Estimate of Motor Vehicle 
Traffic Fatalities for the First Nine Months (January— September) of 2013, DOT HS 811845, October 2013. 
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